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POETRY: A Magazine of Verse 

"John Smith, contributor of verse and prose to all the 
leading magazines." 

It has a ringing sound, and furnishes a complete alibi. 

A. C. H. 

REVIEWS 

THOMAS HARDY'S POETRY 

Moments of Vision, by Thomas Hardy. Macmillan Co. 

If one were to pick out at random a hundred readers of 
English poetry, and ask them the question: "Who is the 
greatest English poet to-day?" about ninety-eight would 
instantly reply, "Kipling." The remainder might be inde- 
cisive, or might cast their votes for Masefield, or for Yeats, 
forgetting that the latter is an Irishman. Nobody, prob- 
ably, would remark, "Thomas Hardy." And yet there is 
no doubt that Mr. Hardy is the greatest English poet now 
living. No one among his contemporaries has been able to 
turn aside from verse-writing for twenty years, and to return 
to it with the selfsame powerful grip and mastery. No 
one has been able to construct a poem of the dynamic energy 
and epic calibre of The Dynasts, but he. No one, finally, 
but he, is able, at the patriarchal age of seventy-seven, to 
produce poems marked with the same poignant sincerity 
of accent that he displayed at thirty. 

If we leave Mr. Hardy out of the account, as a poet, the 
whole picture not only of English literature but of English 
thought and feeling in the past twenty years is likely to 
become distorted. For it has been, as he himself might say, 
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now twenty years since he turned back to his early love, 
the muse, from the production of novels. And during that 
long and dreary time, when English imaginative literature 
seemed crushed and lost, he has been the one figure with 
strength and dignity, and a new message to speak, a mes- 
sage nevertheless intimately linked with England's past. 
After the giants of mid-Victorianism — Tennyson, Brown- 
ing, and Swinburne — had written the works by which they 
are now remembered and had either passed to their reward 
or lapsed into the condition of echoes, after this period the 
stage was set for smaller men. Two spirits only remained 
with vitality and power enough to pronounce a new mes- 
sage. These were Meredith and Hardy. And Meredith, 
it is increasingly evident, was to Hardy what a sentimental 
invalid of a woman is to a firm well-knitted man. Meredith 
softened as he went on, softened and decayed. Thomas 
Hardy has shown no need either to soften or to harden. He 
was granite from the beginning. 

What then is the reason for Mr. Hardy's unpopularity 
as a poet? It has been suggested that it is because he uses 
a language deliberately unpoetical, deliberately gray in tone. 
But we are all of us weary of the old poetic diction, which 
is utterly inapplicable to modern conditions and ideas. And 
that Hardy eschews rhetoric is perhaps the greatest thing 
to his credit. The secret of the obscure dislike of his work 
is found in the fact that Hardy is by temperament and mind 
a fatalist, a determinist, a pessimist. This sort of writer 
always makes us uncomfortable when he appears amongst 
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us. We do not mind reading Job or Ecclesiastes because, 
after all, they lived a long time ago. But when a man of our 
own day arises and informs us that in his deliberate opin- 
ion our present-day world, with all its thought and activi- 
ties, is just so much dust and ashes, we wish to stone the 
fellow. We cannot bear to have our illusions about our- 
selves so ruthlessly destroyed. And yet no one has asked 
the question, whether Thomas Hardy has not some reason, 
some tremendous, vital, quite impersonal reason, for his pes- 
simism. 

Hardy represents an England which is older than the 
Saxons, older perhaps than Julius Caesar. He stands for 
the England that from time immemorial has been an island, 
separated from the traffic and commerce of a busy world 
by treacherous seas and climates, and lapped and swathed in 
endless folds of agrarian conservatism. He hails, as the 
whole world knows, from Dorset, from that part of Eng- 
land which has been least disturbed by foreign currents, 
which has never been industrialized, which has preserved 
most intact the old country life of th*e past, with all its nar- 
rowness and parochialism. He is the one English writer 
of our day who has never felt the necessity or desirability 
of emigrating to London. Even the technique of his poetry 
betrays over and over again the strong atavistic tendency in 
Hardy's soul. He is obsessed by ballad refrains, by folk 
songs, psalm-tunes. Nothing is more striking in him than 
the contrast between the jingling fall of the rhymes and- the 
gloomy, tragic matter they contain. For example, this, 
taken at random, from his latest volume: 
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They sing their dearest songs — 

He, she, all of them — yea, 

Treble and tenor and bass, 

And one to play; 

With the candles mooning each face . . . 

Ah, no ; the years O ! 

How the sick leaves reel down in throngs! 

Could anyone write like that, whose brain was not packed 
with the lilt of half-forgotten ballads? 

But the thing that sets apart Hardy from his fellows, is 
that while most of these still maintain the respectable and 
preposterous fiction that England is just as much of an 
island as ever (vide Kipling, for instance, in his later works) 
Hardy knows better. He knows that since the discovery of 
steam, the consequent industrialisation, and, to crown all, 
the adoption by England of free trade, England has effec- 
tually ceased to be able to maintain an isolated and inde- 
pendent position in the world, and is now even more 
dependent on foreign commerce than many nations whose 
literary and artistic development has been more elastic, more 
alive to modern currents of thought and feeling, than hers. 
So Hardy has set himself the task of putting on record the 
shrivelling, the decay of the old insular England; and in 
this sense, as I have already said, he is the one great living 
link between nineteenth- and twentieth-century England. 
He is also the one English poet who has written soberly and 
beautifully of Trafalgar and of Waterloo, because he knew 
at the time, what we now all see to be the truth, that Tra- 
falgar and Waterloo were not going to be repeated, and are 
as remote in fact from the conceptions of an industrialized 
democracy as the Pyramids. 
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Hence Hardy became inevitably a pessimist and a fatalist. 
The atavistic current of England's bucolic existence, which 
had flowed for so many centuries about his sires, was com- 
ing to an end when he happened to be born. Coming to an 
end, also, was the old childlike faith in a paternal Deity, 
and in a special protecting Providence of that Deity. Hardy 
was the first, the very first writer to carry to its logical end 
the scientific agnosticism which after all was only a some- 
what dilettante pose in Matthew Arnold. He says in effect: 
"Very well, if you say there is no Deity in the personal 
sense, but only an abstract, impersonal, unknowable, Primal 
Force or Energy or Will, then what is to hinder this force 
or will or energy from acting utterly unjustly, brutally, 
maliciously?" And the answer is, "Nothing." So Hardy 
proceeds further, and suspiciously collects all the evidence 
he can find in favor of such a view, and says: "There you 
are — draw your own conclusions." The only question is, 
does Hardy deliberately and of malice prepense suppress 
other evidence favorable to the activities of the Unknown 
Cosmic Force? I do not think so; and even if he does, so 
grim and fact-facing an attitude is to my mind infinitely 
finer and stronger than Meredith's somewhat waterish hope 
that the world is improving through man's unaided effort. 

Hardy has been therefore, without consciously desiring 
it, an iconoclast, and, as with all iconoclasts, one gets the 
impression, in reading him closely, of a voice crying in the 
wilderness, of a new John the Baptist proclaiming that the 
axe is laid at the roots of the trees. I have said that Hardy 
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is unconsciously an iconoclast. It has been his misfortune to 
live in an iconoclastic age, and to mourn over the shattered 
past. His youth he spent in drawing old churches, threat- 
ened with restoration. Hfs old age he spends in proclaiming 
that the faith that reared those churches is shattered beyond 
hope of a restoration, and that the "ways of God to man" are 
in fact, unjustifiable. And yet, and yet — he is one who has an 
eye for the mysteries of nature, and has lived in such close 
communion with nature, that nature has become to him a liv- 
ing presence, silent indeed, and mysteriously cruel, but even 
more mysteriously consoling and supporting. Is it then that 
Hardy is almost ready to say that the forces of nature — the 
wind, the sea, the earth, the rain, the fire, birth and death — 
are almost gods, and after all the only gods man needs ? He 
leaves us to draw the inference. At least, he can sing about 
them, almost light-heartedly, contrasting the beauty and 
power they give to man, with war's horror and desolation : 

Only a man harrowing clods 

In a slow, silent walk, 
With an old horse that stumbles and nods 

Half asleep as they stalk. 

Only thin smoke without flame 

From the heaps of couch-grass; 
Yet this will go on the same 

Though Dynasties pass. 

Yonder a maid and her wight 

Come whispering by; 
War's annals will cloud into night 

Ere their story die. 

John Gould Fletcher 
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